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Abstract 
Self-directed learning (SDL) and culture are considered to be important factors in adult learning and many studies have been 
conducted over the years. The concept of face is one of the cultural characteristics of the Malay society and is considered to be 
very important. Hence, this study looked at the relationship between the Malay’s concept of face and SDL. The present study is a 
case study and employed the qualitative approach. Initially, a set of 58-item five- point Likert-type questionnaire, Self-directed 
Learning Readiness Survey (SDLRS) (Guglielmino, 1977) was distributed to a group of postgraduate students, identified by the 
parameters (Malay, adult learners) set for this research. One female respondent was chosen for the study based on the scores 
from SDLRS. The respondent was required to write seven journal entries, observed in class three times and interviewed to 
determine and triangulate findings from the other sources of data. The data was analyzed using the Constant Comparative 
Method (CCM) and Comprehensive data treatment. The respondent seemed to be deeply affected by the Malay culture especially 
the concept of face or air muka. It seemed that the Malay culture is slowing her down but in actuality it is turning her into a 
survivor as she juggles her life, work and studies. The study also found that the reason why she is allowing her cultural values to 
guide her way of life is because it is already a part of her.  
Keywords: SDL, Malay culture, face  
1. Introduction 
Self-directed learning (SDL) is considered to be an important factor in adult learning (Garrison, 1997, Hsu & 
Shiue, 2005). Many studies have been conducted over the years, globally (Hiemstra, 2008, Shinkareva, 2007) and 
locally (Norzaini Azman, 2007, Badli Esham & Faizah, 2010). SDL have been extensively studied but with the 
emergence of the Internet, it has open new areas to be looked at (Brookfield, 2009). Subsequently, many research 
have been done on the relationship between SDL and technology (Hiemstra, 2008, Shinkareva, 2007).  Hiemstra 
(2008) also suggests that research into how SDL affects the learners should also be enhanced.  Research on the 
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relationship between SDL and the Malay adult learners has been done in Malaysia though not quite extensively 
(Norzaini Azman, 2007, Shireen Harun, 2003, Badli Esham & Faizah, 2010).   
Culture is another factor that affects the adult learners (Lal, 2003) and also the way they learn (Manikutty, 
Anuradha & Hansen, 2007). Different culture sees learning differently and it has the capacity to either promote or 
inhibit learning (Rogers, 2002). As such, it cannot be denied that culture has a significant bearing in adult learning. 
The concept of face is one of the characteristics of the Malay society (Asma Abdullah, 2006) and is considered to be 
very important (Jamaliah Ali, 2000). Hence, this study looked at the relationship between the Malay’s concept of 
face and SDL. 
2. Malay Culture, SDL and the concept of face 
 
The Malay society has retained the influence of religion (Islam) and Islam has played an important role in the 
Malay society and controls not only their spiritual beliefs but also their way of life (Ryan, 1983). Malay culture is a 
cooperative society where social relations, self-sacrifice and family integrity are very strong. Approval from the 
elders at work is important, along with the concept of gotong royong or mutual help as a primary value in the 
society. This is underpinned by the concept of ummah (Islamic religious community) where every Muslim is 
responsible for his fellow Muslims. In addition a strong emphasis is placed on the importance of having and 
maintaining face (Taib and Ismail, 1982, Hofstede, 1991, Noordin et al, 2002, Mellahi and Wood, 2002 as cited in 
Abdul Rahman and Rowley, 2003). Malay culture greatly values the capacity of a person to be ‘sensitive’, 
‘considerate’ and understanding of others and therefore would always speak with care to avoid hurting the other 
person’s feelings (Goddard, 2004). The Malays prefer to being silent and non-confrontational rather than outspoken 
and critical even in knowledge (Fung, 2010).  
The concept of face is prevalent in high-context or collectivist societies such as Korea, China, and Japan in Asia, 
Middle-Eastern countries such as Egypt and Iran and Latin American countries (Rosenberg, 2004). These high-
context cultures, according to Rosenberg (2004), are hierarchical and traditional societies in which the concepts of 
shame and honor are much more important than in low-context societies. Group harmony is of utmost importance. 
Members of high context cultures (Malaysia and most Muslim countries) exchange information using a 
communication style in which the content and meaning of the information is derived from the contextual clues in the 
setting (Sanchez-Burks & Mor-Barak, 2005, p.17). People in these cultures dislike direct confrontation, and for the 
most part avoid expressing a clear "no "(Rosenberg, 2004). In cultures where face and harmony are important, 
people use face-saving communication strategies such as indirectness to avoid conflict and preserve status structures 
(Sanchez-Burks & Mor-Barak, 2005).  
SDL readiness as proposed by Guglielmino (1977) postulates certain characteristics of a highly self-directed 
learner. Among those characteristics include initiative, independence, persistence, accepts responsibility for his or 
her own learning, views problems as challenges, self-disciplined, curious, has desire to learn, self-confident, goal-
oriented and enjoys learning. In other words, self-directed learners are seen as very proactive towards learning and 
would find ways and means to achieve their goals and objectives. This would suggest that the level of determination 
and resolution of the learners is high regardless of the obstacles or circumstances.  
 The Malays’ cultural behaviour of avoiding overt displays of emotion (Kim Hui 2003), by not inducing negative 
feelings and being sensitive to others (Goddard, 2002) may have been the traditional way of maintaining 
harmonious relationship but this may have brought about, as suggested by Mahathir Mohammad (1970), a 
significant impact on their development. Studies have shown that the Malays are shy (malu) (Phillipson & McCann, 
2007, Abdul Rashid & Hamzah, 2005), quiet and display a strong sense of inhibition in the classroom (Rosna 
Awang Hashim, 2003, Abdul Rashid & Hamzah, 2005). This is said to have stemmed from cultural expectations of 
maintaining harmony (Phillipson & McCann, 2007 and face so as to avoid overt displays of emotion, which can be 
seen as manifestation of weakness (Fung, 2010). 
The idea of SDL readiness which has its own characteristics (Guglielmino, 1977) may be in direct contrast to the 
cultural values of the Malays as suggested by Phillipson and McCann (2007), Goddard (2002), Kim Hui (2003), and 
Abdullah (1996) as well as to the historical perceptions given by Kay Kim (2001). The question remains if culture 
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especially the concept of face may hinder the development of SDL readiness of the Malay adult learners or if it will 
be a catalyst for the modern Malays to succeed in their pursuit of educational as well as economical excellence. 
 
 
 
3. Methodology 
A case study is seen as appropriate with the objectives of the research and as Merriam (1988:7) states that a case 
study is fitting when “a bounded system can be identified as the focus of the research and when the purpose of the 
investigation is to provide a rich, intensive description of a single entity and the phenomenon surrounding it”. 
Furthermore, Babbie (2007) states that qualitative approach is appropriate in order to study attitudes and behaviour 
in a natural setting, may yield findings that quantitative studies cannot measure (Hiemstra 2001) and provide deep 
understanding of the research which can never be extracted via other research strategies (Dzikiria, 2006).  
One respondent was chosen for the study based on the scores from Self-directed Learning Readiness Survey 
(SDLRS) (Guglielmino, 1977). The respondent is a Malay woman who is currently pursuing postgraduate degree at 
a local university. She is in the teaching profession and currently attached to a local university. The respondent 
hereafter will be referred to as H1. H1 was required to keep seven journal entries based on how she coped with her 
life as an adult learner and factors that influence her readiness towards SDL. The length of the entries was on 
average, about two pages long. The respondent was also observed in class three times for approximately ninety 
minutes each session during the data collection period. The observation served to find out H1’s SDL behaviour as 
well as the influence of culture on her in the classroom. A semi-structured interview was conducted after the 
observation was completed and all the journal entries have been submitted to determine and triangulate findings 
from the other sources of data. The interview questions focused on H1’s understanding of the concept of face, how 
and why, if possible, affects her life as an adult learner, wife, mother and daughter in law.  
The research questions the study had set out to answer are: 
1. How does the Malay’s concept of face influence Malay adult learners in relation to those with High SDL?  
2. Why does the Malay’s concept of face influence the SDL readiness of Malay adult learners? 
The data was analyzed using the Constant Comparative Method (CCM) (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, cited in Babbie, 
2007, Silverman, 2005) and Comprehensive data treatment (ten Have, 1998 as cited in Silverman, 2005). 
Comprehensive data treatment as suggested by ten Have (ten Have, 1998 as cited in Silverman, 2005) requires 
comprehensive analysis and repeated inspection of all data until all aspects have been analysed.  In view of this, 
each data type was treated comprehensively based on the four stages suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967). The 
relevant aspects of the Malay’s concept of face as proposed by Hazadiah (1991), Asma, (1996) and Jamaliah Ali 
(2000) and Kim Hui (2003) were set aside as the primary categories. Data gathered from the journal entries was 
analysed on a weekly basis to ensure continuous assessment. On top of that, data from each journal were compared 
in order to identify similar themes or incidents that may relate or connect to the Malays’ concept of face. These 
themes were continuously analysed until all journal entries were looked into and occurring themes or incidents were 
identified to have similarities with the Malay’s concept of face. Data from the observation and interviews underwent 
similar process. Finally, the findings from the journal, observation and interviews were then further analysed and 
common themes or similarities were integrated (Silverman, 2005, Aleszewski, 2006, Yin, 2003).   
4. Findings 
 
There were two research questions the study had set out to answer at the beginning, which are: 
1. How does the Malay’s concept of face influence Malay adult learners in relation to those with High SDL? 
H1 seemed to be deeply affected by the Malay culture especially the concept of face or air muka. It seems that 
this particular Malay cultural value has a significant hold on her life. Her understanding of the Malay culture, 
especially the concept of face, is similar to what is described in the literature (Kim Hui, 2003, Goddard, 2004). Be 
it in the classroom, at work or at home, she felt that the need to maintain face or air muka is paramount. In the 
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classroom, the reasons stem from the fear of making mistake in which she could end up feeling malu,(shame) 
hence losing face. This has resulted in a much subdued and refrained behaviour.  Another reason is jaga hati (not 
to offend others) where she has to ensure that her classmates do not see her actions as snobbish. At the workplace 
or at home, it is because of conflict avoidance, be it with her mother in law or colleagues. These reasons have 
affected H1 as an adult learner. However, upon deeper analysis, it was realized that her cultural value (face) has 
made her become a survivor as she negotiates her way to ensure that she maintains her cultural obligations but at 
the same time put her studies as priorities. This is a clear indication that her SDL characteristics (Guglielmino, 
1977) are blending well with her Malay cultural values (Asmah, 2006, Kim Hui, 2003). Consequently, this has 
allowed her to maintain her face and also others, so that she would be able to meet the demands of being a wife, a 
daughter in-law as well as an adult learner without jeopardising anything. 
2. Why does the Malay’s concept of face influence the SDL readiness of Malay adult learners? 
The study has found that the reason why H1 is allowing her cultural values to guide her way of life is because it 
is already a part of her. It is something that is ingrained in her from young. Many researches have shown that the 
Malays are influenced by their cultural values because it is the nature of the Malays (Goddard, 2002, Phillipson 
and McCann, 2007, Kim Hui, 2003, Asmah 2006). The Malays always maintain non-confrontational behaviour, 
maintaining face and budi whilst at the same time jaga air muka so as not bring about shame. These values would 
signal good upbringing and augurs well for the family. Eventually, the harmony of a collectivist society will be 
maintained.  
5. Conclusion 
This study has shown that the Malay’s concept of face has an influence on the Malay adult learner in this study. 
As such, it is hoped that the findings from this research would generate many more studies on the relationship 
between the Malay cultural values and SDL. These findings would provide deeper understanding of the Malay adult 
learners, thus allowing institutions of higher learning to provide better instructional designs and materials for them. 
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